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Welcome back to all of us! Thank you for your warm welcome on my return from sabbatical. Thanks you also for your ongoing faithfulness to the life and witness of our church during this period. If you are a newcomer today, welcome! If you are members and Friends of Watts Street, welcome back!
I first want to express thanks to all of you for your prayers during these three months. I also want to thank our church staff, especially Dick Chorley, for excellent leadership during these months—and also to all of you who preached, both staff and members, for your insight and leadership. We are blessed to have a talented congregation where every member is indeed a minister. 
You have ministered to me by providing this time of study and renewal, and I’m grateful for your care and support. I believe that the congregation is stronger because of your leadership during the sabbatical period.
Since today is Palm Sunday, someone has asked if I was going to ride back to Watts Street Church on a donkey. That would be one way to identify with Jesus; but I couldn’t find the gumption or the donkey to do that. But the suggestion prompted me to remember Palm Sunday a few years ago when our Christian education folks got creative and brought a donkey to church to help us celebrate Jesus’ ride into Jerusalem. One of our members played the role of Jesus and rode the donkey; but it started to rain that morning, so Jesus and the donkey were getting quite wet out in the side yard. Somebody then made the creative suggestion that we bring the donkey inside the back door, off the Urban Street parking lot. 
The linoleum floor had been freshly polished in the entrance hallway; but to provide better traction, someone ran to the kitchen and got some butcher paper and spread it out on the floor. We all lined the hallway, waving our palm branches as Jesus, astride the donkey, squeezed through the back door---not exactly the most graceful or ceremonial triumphal entry.
Once inside, the donkey took a few steps and then became skittish and uncertain, proceeding to slip and fall with Jesus tumbling to the floor on his back side. It was an awkward and funny moment. (I’m not making this up!) The next day in the Herald Sun newspaper there was a photo of our donkey and our Jesus; but we were relieved that the picture was taken before the fall in the hallway. So the caption did not read, as some feared: "Jesus fell on his… donkey yesterday at Watts Street Baptist Church."
Whether we ride by car, donkey, plane, or train, someone has said that the journey always leads home. Today I’m pleased that my sabbatical journey has led me back home here. While I’ve been gone for these months, I’ve been thinking of the old Jewish story of the poor man named Isaac, son of Yeckel, in Cracow, Poland who had a wife and four children. Poor Isaac had a dream of a treasure buried under a bridge in Warsaw. He thought long and hard about the dream and finally left on the long journey to Warsaw. He found the bridge just as he had seen it in his dream, and he started to dig under the bridge. Suddenly, he felt a hand on his shoulder—a policeman saying "You are under arrest. This is public property. You are defacing it." 
He was taken to the police station, where the inspector began to interrogate him. Poor Isaac was so frightened that he didn’t know what to do but tell the truth about his dream. The inspector laughed and said, "You foolish dreamer. Don’t you know there is nothing to these night dreams?" He said, "Why, I myself have been having a dream of late. It was that if I would go to a village in Cracow, and go to the house of one Isaac, son of Yeckel, whoever that might be, and go into his kitchen and dig under his stove, there I would find a treasure to make me rich for the rest of my life." With that remark, the inspector threw him out of the police station. 
Isaac was not defeated. He made his way back to Cracow, to his home, where he entered the kitchen, dug under the stove, and there found the treasure that did in fact make him rich. And he lived happily ever after.
Sometimes we may take long journeys to discover that what we need is present right in our own situation. Here, with you. 
We are all on a journey; and during Lent we make that journey with Jesus. Today on this Palm/Passion Sunday, we go with Jesus on the final part of his journey. This is a festive day; but there is sadness and pain around the edges.
We know the story. Jesus’ adversaries are moving against him. He knows that if he enters Jerusalem, he will be headed for a confrontation with both the political and religious leaders. So, Jesus sets up the confrontation. It’s street theater, a planned demonstration. Watch the story and see how Jesus deliberately plans the entrance to the city. He tells his disciples to go borrow a donkey. Tell the owner the code words: "The Lord has need of it." They bring the donkey, Jesus gets on it and rides into the city. As he looks over Jerusalem, tears running down his face, he said, "Would that they knew the things that make for peace." (Great words for the city of Jerusalem in 2001, and great words for us here today.)
Why did Jesus weep? He knew they didn’t understand. For three years Jesus had been calling for a new order, a new reality which he called the Kingdom of God. But even many of his closest disciples didn’t get it. Jesus had given his entire ministry to help include those who were excluded. In the Gospels we’ll see that he turned no one away. He reached out to those rejected by the religious leaders, those who were alienated from the religious and political system. 
But power and greed continued to be the major motivators of the system. Jesus challenged that power and greed with compassion and inclusiveness. But the people couldn’t grasp it. The religious and political leaders were entrenched in the status quo. By his ride into Jerusalem, Jesus was giving them a chance to repent; but they cannot do it. They are too wedded to the status quo, too much a part of the system. They are unable to turn to the Way of Peace, the Peaceable Kingdom. 
So Jesus wept. He did not weep for himself, but he wept for the pain, the suffering of the people who were excluded, the ones he called "the least of these." He wept because the leaders, even his own disciples, couldn’t get it.
Jesus wept because he could see the colliding of two kingdoms, two realities: the New Order he was bringing and the Old Order of those in power. The Old Order is the way we’ve always done it—status quo, nothing that will upset us, our kind of people. It’s power, control, and greed---even disguised under politeness. But the New Order is God’s way—inclusion for those who are rejected, forgiveness for the sinner, compassion for the weak. Love for the stranger.
Jesus comes riding on that donkey, not exactly looking like a king. He might have ridden a stallion, a symbol of power; but he chose a donkey, the beast of burden, a sign that he would lift burdens from the weak, the powerless, the oppressed. He came to bring freedom for the outcasts. But he knew that the price of this new Life would be his own death.
What incredible courage it must have taken for Jesus to head into Jerusalem. He knew the risk. He knew there would be severe consequences. But knowing this, he "set his face to Jerusalem," as Scripture says.
How could he do it? What in him made it possible for him to do this? He could have avoided going into Jerusalem. There were thousands of pilgrims gathered in the city for Passover. He could have slipped away into the shadows and avoided his coming death. But he deliberately did it. He created the demonstration, the street theatre, which has been called ironically "The Triumphal Entry." But there is no triumph in it. Jesus made a decision that required enormous courage. That choice grew out of his inner convictions, his inner spirit. What can we learn from him?
Paul says in Philippians that Jesus emptied himself, taking the form of a servant. I don’t think Jesus was a masochist. I don’t think he wanted to die. But I do think Jesus wanted to be obedient to God. He was willing to surrender his life to God’s keeping. If there was no way for this cup, this death, to pass, he was willing to give his life so that all of us can know the extent to which God will go to save us, to love us.
Last week I visited with Gordon Cosby, who at 84 is the pastor of the Church of the Saviour in Washington, DC. Gordon is convinced that we are all addicted to the culture around us. We are addicted to the power, prosperity, and greed of this culture. But as in Jesus’ day, most of us are in denial. We can’t see it or accept it.
Today Jesus comes riding into our city, calling us to repent, to leave the Old Order and turn to a New Order, a new reality. But he knows how addicted we are to business as usual. He knows how fearful we are of change, how wedded we are to self-interest and power. So he stops and weeps over our city too. "Would that they knew the things that make for peace." 
Jesus’ disciples have always been slow to get it. If we want to be genuine followers of Jesus, we have to get free from this culture addiction. We have to admit that we are powerless. We have to do as Jesus did: give our lives to God in an ongoing surrender.
In the 10th century the founder of the Camaldolese Benedictine monastic community wrote to all his followers: 
Empty yourself 
and sit waiting, 
content with the grace of God.
If we can empty ourselves—of all our opinions, prejudices, sin, and addiction, perhaps we can stay with Jesus in this Holy Week without running away. It won’t be easy to come back here for Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. But the question before us is whether we can give up our control, our power, our comfort, so we can stay with Jesus in his time of agony. In this painful, holy week, can we empty ourselves, and sit waiting, content with the grace of God?
Amen. So may it be.
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